Introduction {#s1}
============

Metabolic changes are a hallmark of cancer cells ([@bib1]; [@bib5]; [@bib41]). Increased glutamine metabolism (glutaminolysis) has been recognized as a key metabolic change in cancer cells, along with increased aerobic glycolysis (the Warburg effect) ([@bib1]; [@bib5]; [@bib9]; [@bib19]; [@bib41]). Glutamine is the most abundant amino acid in human plasma ([@bib19]). Glutamine catabolism starts with the conversion of glutamine to glutamate, which is converted to α-ketoglutarate for further metabolism in the tricarboxylic acid (TCA) cycle. Recent studies have shown that increased glutamine metabolism plays a critical role in supporting the high proliferation and survival of cancer cells by providing pools of the TCA cycle intermediates, as well as the biosynthesis of proteins, lipids, and nucleotides ([@bib1]; [@bib5]; [@bib9]; [@bib19]; [@bib41]).

Glutaminase (GLS) is the initial enzyme in glutamine metabolism, which catalyzes the hydrolysis of glutamine to glutamate in cells. Two genes encode glutaminases in human cells: GLS1 (also known as kidney-type glutaminase), and GLS2 (also known as liver-type glutaminase). GLS1 and GLS2 proteins exhibit a high degree of amino acid sequence similarity, particularly in their glutaminase core domains. While GLS1 and GLS2 both function as glutaminase enzymes in glutamine metabolism, recent studies show that they have very different functions in tumorigenesis. GLS1 is ubiquitously expressed in various tissues, and its expression can be induced by the oncogene MYC ([@bib14]). GLS1 is frequently activated and/or overexpressed in various types of cancer, including hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) ([@bib14]; [@bib35]; [@bib40]; [@bib43]). GLS1 has been reported to promote tumorigenesis in different types of cancer, including HCC, which is mainly attributable to its glutaminase activity and role in promoting glutamine metabolism ([@bib14]; [@bib35]; [@bib40]; [@bib43]). By contrast, GLS2 is specifically expressed in only a few tissues, including the liver tissue. Recent studies including ours have shown that *GLS2* is a novel target gene of the tumor suppressor p53. GLS2 is transcriptionally up-regulated by p53 and mediates p53's regulation of mitochondrial function and anti-oxidant defense in cells ([@bib21]; [@bib33]). Considering the critical role of p53 and its pathway in tumor suppression, the identification of *GLS2* as a p53 target gene strongly suggests a potentially important role of GLS2 in tumor suppression. Recent studies have shown that, in contrast to the tumorigenic effect of GLS1, GLS2 displays a tumor suppressive function ([@bib21]; [@bib25]; [@bib33]). GLS2 expression is frequently reduced in HCC ([@bib21]; [@bib25]; [@bib33]; [@bib43]). Ectopic expression of GLS2 greatly inhibited the growth and colony formation of HCC cells in vitro and the growth of HCC xenograft tumors in vivo ([@bib21]; [@bib25]; [@bib33]). Given that GLS1 and GLS2 both function as glutaminase enzymes, the mechanisms underlying their contrasting roles in tumorigenesis remain unclear.

In this study, immunoprecipitation (IP) followed by liquid chromatography-tandem mass spectrometry (LC/MC-MS) analysis was employed to screen for potential proteins interacting with GLS2. The small GTPase Rac1 was identified as a novel binding protein for GLS2. Rac1 cycles between inactive guanosine 5′-diphosphate (GDP)-bound and active guanosine 5\'-triphosphate (GTP)-bound forms in cells, and regulates a diverse array of cellular events, including actin dynamics. The Rac1 signaling is frequently activated in various types of cancer, in which it plays a critical role in promoting migration, invasion and metastasis of cancer cells ([@bib2]; [@bib18]). We found that GLS2 binds to Rac1, and inhibits the interaction of Rac1 with its guanine-nucleotide exchange factors (GEFs) such as Tiam1 and VAV1, which would normally activate Rac1. Thus, GLS2 inhibits Rac1 activity, which in turn inhibits migration, invasion and metastasis of cancer cells. This function of GLS2 requires the C-terminus of GLS2 and is independent of its glutaminase activity. In contrast, GLS1 does not interact with Rac1 to inhibit Rac1 activity, and consequently, cannot inhibit cancer metastasis via this pathway. p53 plays a pivotal role in suppressing cancer metastasis, but its underlying mechanism is not fully understood ([@bib27]; [@bib39]). Our results further show that, as a direct downstream target of p53, GLS2 mediates p53's function in metastasis suppression through inhibiting the Rac1 signaling. Taken together, our results demonstrated that GLS2 is a novel negative regulator of Rac1, and plays a critical role in suppression of metastasis through its negative regulation of Rac1 activity. Our results also revealed that GLS2 plays an important role in mediating the function of p53 in suppression of cancer metastasis.

Results {#s2}
=======

Rac1 is a novel GLS2 interacting protein {#s2-1}
----------------------------------------

GLS2 was reported to interact with several proteins although the biological functions of these interactions remain unclear ([@bib3]; [@bib28]). These findings raised the possibility that GLS2 may exert its function in tumor suppression through its interactions with other proteins. Herein, we screened for potential GLS2-interacting proteins in human HCC Huh-1 cells stably transduced with pLPCX-GLS2-Flag retroviral vectors to express GLS2-Flag and control cells transduced with control vectors. Co-IP assays using an anti-Flag antibody followed by LC-MS/MS assays were employed. These assays identified the small GTPase Rac1 as a potential GLS2 interacting protein ([Figure 1A](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Rac1 is frequently activated or overexpressed in various types of cancer, including HCC, and has been reported to play a critical role in promoting cancer cell migration, invasion and metastasis mainly through its regulation of actin dynamics ([@bib2]; [@bib18]).10.7554/eLife.10727.003Figure 1.Rac1 is a novel interacting protein for GLS2.(**A**) The potential GLS2-interacting proteins identified by co-IP followed by LC-MS/MS analysis. Huh-1 cells expressing GLS2-Flag or cells transduced with control vectors were used for co-IP with the anti-Flag antibody followed by LC-MS/MS analysis. The potential GLS2 interacting proteins are listed with the number of peptides identified by LC-MS/MS analysis. (**B**) GLS2-Flag interacted with Myc-Rac1 in cells. Huh-1 cells were transduced with Myc-Rac1, GLS2-Flag and control vectors as indicated for co-IP assays using the anti-Myc (left panels) and anti-Flag antibodies (right panels), respectively. (****C****) GLS1-Flag did not interact with Myc-Rac1 in cells. Huh-1 cells were transduced with Myc-Rac1 and GLS1-Flag vectors for co-IP assays using the anti-Myc (left panels) and anti-Flag antibodies (right panels), respectively. (**D**) Endogenous GLS2 but not GLS1 interacted with endogenous Rac1 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells detected by co-IP assays. (**E**) Schematic representation of vectors expressing Flag-tagged WT or serial deletion mutants of GLS2. (**F**) The C-terminus of GLS2, GLS2-C139, is necessary and sufficient for GLS2 to interact with Rac1. Huh-1 cells were transduced with WT or different mutant GLS2-Flag vectors listed in [Figure 1E](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} together with Myc-Rac1 vectors for co-IP assays. (**G**) The relative glutaminase activities of WT and different mutant GLS2. Huh-1 and HepG2 cells were transduced with WT and different mutant GLS2 vectors. The relative glutaminase activities in cells transduced with WT GLS2 vectors were designated as 100. \*\*: *p*\<0.001. Student's *t*-test. GLS, glutaminase; IB: immunoblot; IP, immunoprecipitation; LC/MC-MS, liquid chromatography-tandem mass spectrometry; WT, wild-type.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.003](10.7554/eLife.10727.003)

The interaction between GLS2 and Rac1 was confirmed by co-IP followed by western blot assays in Huh-1 cells co-transduced with the vectors expressing GLS2-Flag and Myc-Rac1, respectively. GLS2-Flag was co-precipitated by the anit-Myc antibody, and Myc-Rac1 was co-precipitated by the anti-Flag antibody, indicating that GLS2-Flag interacted with Myc-Rac1 in cells ([Figure 1B](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). In contrast, no interaction was observed between GLS1-Flag and Myc-Rac1 in Huh-1 cells ([Figure 1C](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). The interaction between endogenous Rac1 with endogenous GLS2 but not GLS1 was also observed in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 1D](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}).

To identify the domain of GLS2 that interacts with Rac1, three Flag-tagged deletion mutants of GLS2 were constructed, including ΔN163 (deletion of N-terminal amino acids (aa) 1--163), ΔC139 (deletion of C-terminal aa 464--602), and C139 (C-terminal aa 464--602 only) ([Figure 1E](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Co-IP assays in Huh-1 cells showed that the GLS2-ΔN163 and GLS2-C139, but not GLS2-ΔC139, interacted with Myc-Rac1, indicating that the C-terminus of GLS2 is necessary and sufficient for the interaction between GLS2 and Rac1 ([Figure 1F](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Since the C-terminus of GLS2 (GLS2-C139) does not contain the glutaminase core domain, which encodes the glutaminase catalytic domain ([Figure 1E](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}) and hence lacks glutaminase activity ([Figure 1G](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}), these results demonstrate that the binding of GLS2 to Rac1 is independent of its glutaminase activity.

GLS2 interacts with Rac1-GDP and inhibits the Rac1 activity {#s2-2}
-----------------------------------------------------------

As a molecular switch, Rac1 cycles between inactive GDP-bound and active GTP-bound forms in cells ([@bib2]; [@bib18]; [@bib30]). It is well known that constitutively active mutant Rac1 (CA Rac1-G12V) exists constitutively in the GTP-bound form in cells, whereas the dominant negative Rac1 mutant (DN Rac1-T17N) exists constitutively in the GDP-bound form in cells ([@bib11]; [@bib31]). Rac1-GDP and Rac1-GTP display different conformations and interact with different proteins. For instance, GEFs specifically bind to Rac1-GDP to catalyze the exchange of GDP to GTP and thereby activate Rac1, whereas GAPs (GTPase-activating proteins) specifically bind to Rac1-GTP to hydrolyze GTP and thereby inactivate Rac1 ([@bib7]; [@bib38]).

To investigate the biological function of the interaction between GLS2 and Rac1, Huh-1 cells were co-transfected with GLS2-Flag vectors and CA Myc-Rac1-G12V or DN Myc-Rac1-T17N vectors for co-IP assays. We found that GLS2-Flag preferentially bound to Myc-Rac1-T17N but not Myc-Rac1-G12V ([Figure 2A](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). To confirm this result, lysates from Huh-1 cells co-transduced with GLS2-Flag and Rac1-Myc were pretreated with GDP or GTPγS (a non-hydrolyzable analog of GTP) to convert Rac1 in cell lysates into Rac1-GDP or Rac1-GTP form as previously described ([@bib6]; [@bib12]). Co-IP assays showed that GLS2-Flag preferentially bound to Myc-Rac1 in cell lysates pretreated with GDP but not GTPγS ([Figure 2B](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). These results showed that GLS2 preferentially binds to Rac1-GDP, suggesting that GLS2 is involved in regulating Rac1 activity.10.7554/eLife.10727.004Figure 2.GLS2 interacts with Rac1-GDP and negatively regulates the Rac1 activity.(**A**) GLS2-Flag preferentially interacted with the DN Myc-Rac1-T17N but not the CA Myc-Rac1-G12V in Huh-1 cells. Cells were transduced with GLS2-Flag vectors together with Rac1-T17N or Rac1-G12V vectors for co-IP assays. (**B**) GLS2-Flag preferentially bound to Rac1-GDP but not Rac1-GTP in cell lysates. Cell lysates from Huh-1 cells transduced with vectors expressing Myc-Rac1 and GLS2-Flag were pretreated with GDP or GTPγS to convert Rac1 into Rac1-GDP or Rac1-GTP form before co-IP assays. (**C**) Ectopic expression of GLS2 inhibited Rac1 activities represented by decreased levels of Rac1-GTP in HCC cells measured by the GST-p21-binding domain of PAK1 pull-down assays. Left panels: Represented results of Rac1 activity analysis in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. Right panels: relative Rac1-GTP/total Rac1/Actin levels in Huh-1, HepG2, Hep3B and Huh-7 cells. Data present mean ± SD (n=3). \**p*\<0.01; Student's *t*-test. (**D**) Knockdown of GLS2 by shRNA vectors increased Rac1 activities in HCC cells. Left panels: Represented results of Rac1 activity analysis in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. Right panels: relative Rac1-GTP/total Rac1 /Actin levels in Huh-1, HepG2, Hep3B and Huh-7 cells. Data present mean ± SD (n=3). \**p*\<0.01; ^\#^*p*\<0.05; Student's *t*-test. (**E**) Ectopic expression of GLS2-Flag decreased the levels of p-PAK1 at Ser199/204 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. (**F**) Knockdown of GLS2 by shRNA vectors increased the levels of p-PAK1 at Ser199/204 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. (**G**) The C-terminus of GLS2, GLS2-C139, interacted with DN Myc-Rac1-T17N but not CA Myc-Rac1-G12V in Huh-1 cells detected by co-IP assays. (**H**) The C-terminus of GLS2, GLS2-C139, inhibited the Rac1 activity in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. Left panels: Represented results of Rac1 activity analysis in Huh-1 cells transduced with different GLS2-Flag vectors. Right panels: relative Rac1-GTP/total Rac1/Actin levels in Huh-1 and HepG2. Data present mean ± SD (n=3). \**p*\<0.01; ^\#^*p*\<0.05; Student's *t*-test. GDP, guanosine 5′-diphosphate; GLS, glutaminase; GTP, guanosine 5\'-triphosphate; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; IP, immunoprecipitation; shRNA, short hairpin RNA; WT, wild type.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.004](10.7554/eLife.10727.004)10.7554/eLife.10727.005Figure 2---figure supplement 1.GLS2 inhibits Rac1 activity in HCC cells.(**A**) Ectopic expression of GLS2-Flag inhibited Rac1 activities represented by decreased Rac1-GTP levels in Hep3B and Huh-7 cells. (**B**) Knockdown of GLS2 by 2 different shRNA vectors in different HCC cells detected by Taqman real-time Polymerase chain reaction assays. The messenger RNA expression of GLS2 was normalized with Actin. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=3). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**C**) Knockdown of endogenous GLS2 by shRNA enhanced Rac1 activities represented by increased Rac1-GTP levels in Hep3B and Huh-7 cells. GLS2 knockdown was presented in [Figure 2---figure supplement 1B](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}. (**D**) Ectopic expression of GLS1 did not clearly affect the Rac1 activity in Huh-1 or HepG2 cells. (**E**) Knockdown of endogenous GLS1 by shRNA vectors did not clearly affect the Rac1 activity in Huh-1 or HepG2 cells. In D and E: data present mean ± SD (n=3). GLS, glutaminase; GTP, guanosine 5\'-triphosphate; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; shRNA, short hairpin RNA**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.005](10.7554/eLife.10727.005)10.7554/eLife.10727.006Figure 2---figure supplement 2.The expression of endogenous GLS2 and exogenous GLS2-Flag in HCC cells.(**A**) The expression of endogenous GLS2 protein in HCC cells. To enhance the sensitivity of the anti-GLS2 antibody, endogenous GLS2 in cells was pulled down by IP assays with the anti-GLS2 antibody and detected by western blot assays. (**B**) The expression of exogenous GLS2-Flag protein in HCC cells. The levels of exogenous GLS2-Flag protein in HCC cells transduced with the GLS2-Flag retrovival vector were measured by western-blot assays. (**C**) The relative mRNA levels of GLS2 in HCC cells with or without transduction of the GLS2-Flag vector. (**D**) The relative mRNA levels of GLS1 in HCC cells. In C and D, the mRNA levels of GLS2 and GLS1 in cells were measured by real-time Polymerase chain reaction assays and normalized with Actin. Two normal liver tissues were used as controls. The relative mRNA levels of GLS2 (**C**) and GLS1 (**D**) in Huh-1 cells were designated as 1, respectively. GLS, glutaminase; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; IP, immunoprecipitation; mRNA, messenger RNA**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.006](10.7554/eLife.10727.006)

We further investigated whether GLS2 inhibits the Rac1 activity in different human HCC cell lines, including Huh-1 and HepG2 (p53 wild type; WT), Hep3B (p53-null) and Huh-7 cells (p53 mutant). PAK1 (p21-activated kinase 1) is a critical Rac1 effector protein. It has been well established that the p21-binding domain of PAK1 binds specifically to the Rac1-GTP but not Rac1-GDP in cells ([@bib13]; [@bib16]; [@bib29]). Based on this fact, the GST-p21-binding domain of PAK1 pull-down assays have been widely used to measure the levels of Rac1-GTP in cells as a standard method to analyze the Rac1 activity in cells ([@bib13]; [@bib16]; [@bib29]). We found that ectopic expression of GLS2-Flag greatly decreased the levels of Rac1-GTP measured by p21-binding domain of PAK1 pull-down assays in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 2C](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}), as well as Hep3B and Huh-7 cells ([Figure 2C](#fig2){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 2---figure supplement 1A](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). In contrast, the expression of GLS2-Flag did not affect the levels of total Rac1 protein in these cells measured by western blot assays ([Figure 2C](#fig2){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 2---figure supplement 1A](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}), indicating that GLS2 inhibits Rac1 activity. Consistently, knockdown of GLS2 greatly increased the levels of Rac1-GTP but not total Rac1 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 2D](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}) as well as in Hep3B and Huh-7 cells ([Figure 2D](#fig2){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 2---figure supplement 1B,C](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). The endogenous levels of GLS2 in these HCC cells and the levels of GLS2-Flag in HCC cells transduced with GLS2-Flag expression vectors were shown in [Figure 2---figure supplement 2A--D](#fig2s2){ref-type="fig"}. It has been known that Rac1 binds to PAK1 and results in the auto-phosphorylation of PAK1 at multiple sites, including Ser199/204, leading to PAK1 activation ([@bib8]; [@bib18]). Therefore, we further investigated the effect of GLS2 on Rac1 activity by detecting the Ser199/204 phosphorylation of PAK1 in cells. Ectopic expression of GLS2-Flag in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells greatly reduced Ser199/204 phosphorylation of PAK1 ([Figure 2E](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}), whereas GLS2 knockdown enhanced Ser199/204 phosphorylation of PAK1 ([Figure 2F](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}), which further indicates that GLS2 inhibits the Rac1 activity in HCC cells. In contrast, ectopic GLS1 expression or GLS1 knockdown did not affect the Rac1 activity in HCC cells ([Figure 2---figure supplement 1D,E](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}).

Consistent with WT GLS2, the C-terminus of GLS2, GLS2-C139, specifically bound to the DN Rac1-T17N but not CA Rac1-G12V in Huh-1 cells ([Figure 2G](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, ectopic expression of GLS2-C139 greatly inhibited the Rac1 activity in Huh-1 cells ([Figure 2H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). In contrast, GLS2-ΔC139, which did not bind to Rac1 ([Figure 1F](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}), failed to inhibit the Rac1 activity ([Figure 2H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). This result indicates that the interaction between GLS2 and Rac1 is critical for GLS2 to inhibit the Rac1 activity. Furthermore, the function of GLS2 in binding to and inhibiting Rac1 is independent of its glutaminase activity since the C-terminus of GLS2 (GLS2-C139) lacks the glutaminase activity ([Figure 1G](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Collectively, these results revealed that GLS2 is a novel negative regulator of the Rac1 signaling; GLS2 inhibits the Rac1 activity through its interaction with Rac1-GDP, and furthermore, this function of GLS2 requires the C-terminus of GLS2 and is independent of GLS2 glutaminase activity.

GLS2 inhibits the interaction of Rac1-GDP with Rac1 GEFs to negatively regulate Rac1 {#s2-3}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

We further investigated the mechanism by which GLS2 inhibits Rac1. Rac1 was reported to interact with other proteins through its Switch I & II regions or its C-terminus, which contains the protein transduction domain and GTPase C-termini ([@bib37]; [@bib38]) ([Figure 3A](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). To examine the domain involved in the interaction of Rac1 with GLS2, different Myc-tagged deletion mutants of Rac1 were constructed, including the ΔC33 (deletion of aa 160--192), the ΔN29 (deletion of aa 1--29), and the ΔSwitch (deletion of aa 30--74) ([Figure 3A](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Co-IP assays showed that the Rac1-ΔC33 and Rac1-ΔN29, but not Rac1-ΔSwitch, interacted with GLS2-Flag ([Figure 3B](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}), indicating that the Switch I & II regions are necessary for Rac1 to interact with GLS2.10.7554/eLife.10727.007Figure 3.GLS2 inhibits the interaction of Rac1-GDP with Tiam1 and VAV1.(**A**) Schematic representation of Rac1 deletion mutants. Myc-tagged vectors expressing WT Rac1 or serial deletion mutants were constructed. (**B**) GLS2 bound to Rac1 through its Switch I & II regions. Huh-1 cells were transduced with different Myc-Rac1 vectors listed in [Figure 3A](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} together with GLS2-Flag vectors for co-IP assays. (**C**) Tiam1 (upper panels) and VAV1 (lower panels) bound to Rac1 through its Switch I & II regions. Huh-1 cells were transduced with different Myc-Rac1 vectors listed in [Figure 3A](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} together with vectors expressing Tiam1-HA or VAV1-HA for co-IP assays. (**D**) Ectopic expression of Tiam1 and VAV1 activated Rac1 in cells. Huh-1 cells were transduced with vectors expressing Tiam1-HA and VAV1-HA, respectively, and Rac1 activity was analyzed. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=3). \**p*\<0.01; Student's *t*-test. (**E, F**) Ectopic expression of GLS2 inhibited the interaction of DN Myc-Rac1-T17N with ectopic Tiam1-HA (**E**) and VAV1-HA (**F**) in cells. Huh-1 cells were transduced with Myc-Rac1-T17N vectors and Tiam1-HA (**E**) or VAV1-HA vectors (**F**) (2 μg), together with increasing amount of GLS2-Flag vectors (1, 3, 6 μg) for co-IP assays. (**G**) Ectopic expression of GLS2 inhibited the interaction of endogenous Rac1 with endogenous Tiam1 and VAV1 in cells. Huh-1 and HepG2 cells were transduced with increasing amount of GLS2-Flag expression vectors (1, 3, 6 μg) for co-IP assays. (**H**) Knockdown of endogenous GLS2 by shRNA vectors in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells promoted the interaction of endogenous Rac1 with endogenous Tiam1 and VAV1 as measured by co-IP assays. GLS, glutaminase; GTP, guanosine 5\'-triphosphate; IP, immunoprecipitation; shRNA, short hairpin RNA; WT, wild type.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.007](10.7554/eLife.10727.007)10.7554/eLife.10727.008Figure 3---figure supplement 1.Tiam1 and VAV1 preferentially bind to Rac1-GDP.(**A**) Tiam1-HA preferentially bound to the DN Myc-Rac1-T17N but not CA Myc-Rac1-G12V. Huh-1 cells were transduced with DN Rac1-T17N or CA Rac1-G12V vectors together with vectors expressing Tiam1-HA for co-IP assays. (**B**) VAV1-HA preferentially bound to the DN Myc-Rac1-T17N but not CA Myc-Rac1-G12V. Huh-1 cells were transduced with DN Myc-Rac1-T17N or CA Myc-Rac1-G12V vectors together with vectors expressing VAV1-HA for co-IP assays. IP, immunoprecipitation; WT, wild type.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.008](10.7554/eLife.10727.008)

It has been well-established that Rac1 GEFs can specifically bind to Rac1-GDP through the Switch I & II regions to catalyze the exchange of GDP to GTP to activate Rac1 ([@bib32]; [@bib38]). Tiam1 and VAV1 are two most common and critical GEFs of Rac1 ([@bib20]; [@bib42]). Consistent with previous reports, ectopically expressed Tiam1-HA and VAV1-HA specifically bound to Rac1-GDP (shown by their preferential interactions with Rac1-T17N but not Rac1-G12V; [Figure 3---figure supplement 1A,B](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}) through the Switch I & II regions ([Figure 3C](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}), leading to the activation of Rac1 in Huh-1 cells ([Figure 3D](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Since both GLS2 and Rac1 GEFs, such as Tiam1 and VAV1, bind to Rac1-GDP through the Switch I & II regions, this raised the possibility that GLS2 may inhibit Rac1 activity through competing with Rac1 GEFs for the Switch I & II regions of Rac1-GDP. To test this possibility, co-IP assays were performed in Huh-1 cells co-transduced with DN Myc-Rac1-T17N vectors and Tiam1-HA or VAV1-HA vectors, as well as increasing amount of vectors expressing GLS2-Flag. Increasing amount of GLS2-Flag resulted in a progressive reduction of Tiam1-HA or VAV1-HA bound to Myc-Rac1-T17N in cells ([Figure 3E,F](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Consistently transducing Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with increasing amount of GLS2-Flag vectors resulted in a progressive reduction of endogenous Tiam1 and VAV1 bound to endogenous Rac1 ([Figure 3G](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, knockdown of endogenous GLS2 greatly promoted the interaction of endogenous Tiam1 and VAV-1 with endogenous Rac1 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 3H](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). These results suggest that GLS2 inhibits the Rac1 activation by interacting with Rac1-GDP to block its interaction with Rac1 GEFs, such as Tiam1 and VAV1.

GLS2 inhibits migration and invasion of HCC cells through negative regulation of Rac1 {#s2-4}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

GLS2 expression is frequently diminished in human HCC ([@bib21]; [@bib25]; [@bib33]; [@bib43]). However, its role in HCC, especially HCC metastasis, is poorly understood. The malignancy and poor prognosis of HCC has been related to the high metastatic characteristic of HCC ([@bib10]; [@bib34]). Currently, the mechanism underlying HCC metastasis is not well-understood. Rac1 is frequently activated or overexpressed in various types of cancer, including HCC, which plays a critical role in promoting cancer cell migration, invasion and metastasis ([@bib2]; [@bib18]). As shown in [Figure 4---figure supplement 1A--C](#fig4s1){ref-type="fig"}, ectopic expression of CA Myc-Rac1-G12V greatly promoted migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells as determined by trans-well assays, whereas expression of DN Myc-Rac1-T17N greatly inhibited migration and invasion of these cells. Therefore, our findings that GLS2 binds to and inhibits Rac1 raised the possibility that GLS2 may play an important role in suppressing cancer metastasis.

Here, we investigated the effects of GLS2 on the abilities of migration and invasion of different HCC cells, including Huh-1, HepG2, Hep3B and Huh7 cells, by using chamber trans-well assays. Cells were seeded into the upper chamber containing serum-free medium without or with matrigel for migration and invasion assays, respectively. Compared with cells transduced with control vectors, ectopic expression of GLS2 by GLS2-Flag retroviral vectors greatly reduced the migration and invasion of above-mentioned different HCC cells ([Figure 4A,B](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, knockdown of GLS2 by short hairpin RNA (shRNA) vectors greatly promoted the migration and invasion of these cells ([Figure 4C,D](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Serum-free medium was used in the upper chamber to minimize the effect of GLS2 on cell proliferation in the trans-well assays. As shown in [Figure 4---figure supplement 2](#fig4s2){ref-type="fig"}, no significant difference in the viability and number of these cells among different groups was observed after being cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr at the end of trans-well assays. Contrary to the role of GLS2 in suppressing migration and invasion, ectopic expression of GLS1-Flag significantly promoted the migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 4E](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}), whereas knockdown of endogenous GLS1 significantly reduced the migration and invasion of these cells ([Figure 4F](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}).10.7554/eLife.10727.009Figure 4.GLS2 inhibits migration and invasion of HCC cells through negative regulation of Rac1.(**A, B**) Ectopic GLS2 expression inhibited the migration (**A**) and invasion (**B**) of different HCC cells as determined by trans-well assays. Upper panels: representative images of migrating (**A**) and invading (**B**) Huh-1 cells transduced with control (con) or GLS2-Flag vectors. Scale bars: 200 μm. Lower panels: quantification of average number of migrating (**A**) and invading (**B**) cells/field in different HCC cells transduced with control (con) or GLS2-Flag vectors. Data present mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (C, D) Knockdown of GLS2 by shRNA vectors promoted the migration (**C**) and invasion (**D**) of different HCC cells. Upper panels: representative images of migrating (**C**) and invading (**D**) Huh-1 cells with or without GLS2 knockdown. Scale bars, 200 μm. Data present mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**E**) Ectopic GLS1 expression promoted the migration (left) and invasion (right) of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells as determined by trans-well assays. (**F**) Knockdown of GLS1 decreased the migration (left) and invasion (right) of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. In E, F, data are presented as mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**G, H**) Ectopic expression of DN Rac1-T17N largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on migration (**G**) and invasion (**H**) of different HCC cells as measured by trans-well assays. Cells with knockdown of GLS2 by shRNA vectors were transduced with Rac1-T17N expression vectors for trans-well assays. Data present mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**I, J**) Ectopic expression of the C-terminus of GLS2, GLS2-C139, inhibited migration (**I**) and invasion (**J**) of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells as measured by trans-well assays. Cells were transduced with different GLS2 expression vectors described in [Figure 1E](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} for assays. Upper panels in I: representative images of migrating Huh-1 cells. Data present mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. GLS, glutaminase; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; shRNA, short hairpin RNA; WT, wild type.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.009](10.7554/eLife.10727.009)10.7554/eLife.10727.010Figure 4---figure supplement 1.Rac1 promotes the migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells.(**A**) Ectopic expression of CA Myc-Rac1-G12V and DN Myc-Rac1-T17N in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells detected by western-blot assays. Cells were transduced with Myc-Rac1-G12V and Myc-Rac1-T17N vectors for assays. (**B**) Ectopic expression of CA Myc-Rac1-G12V promoted the migration of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells, whereas ectopic expression of DN Myc-Rac1-T17N inhibited the migration of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. Upper panels: representative images of migrating Huh-1 cells. Scale bars: 200 μm. Lower panel: quantification of average number of migrating cells/field. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**C**) Ectopic expression of CA Myc-Rac1-G12V promoted the invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells, whereas ectopic expression of DN Myc-Rac1-T17N inhibited the invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.010](10.7554/eLife.10727.010)10.7554/eLife.10727.011Figure 4---figure supplement 2.The viability and number of HCC cells with GLS2 overexpression or knockdown after being cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr.(**A, B**) The viability of HCC cells with GLS2 overexpression (**A**) or knockdown (**B**) cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr. (**C, D**) The relative number of HCC cells with GLS2 overexpression (**C**) or knockdown (**D**) cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr. Same number of cells with GLS2 overexpression or knockdown and their control cells were cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr before the the viability and number of cells was measured in a Vi-CELL Cell Viability Analyzer (Beckman Coulter, Indianapolis, IN). The viability of cells was analyzed by the trypan blue cell exclusion method. GLS, glutaminase; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.011](10.7554/eLife.10727.011)10.7554/eLife.10727.012Figure 4---figure supplement 3.Knockdown of endogenous Rac1 largely abolishes the effect of GLS2 on migration and invasion of HCC cells.(**A**) The knockdown of Rac1 by 2 different shRNA vectors in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells measured by western blot assays. (**B**) Knockdown of endogenous Rac1 largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on migration of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells as measured by trans-well assays. The endogenous Rac1 was knocked down by shRNA vectors in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with GLS2 knockdown. Left panels: representative images of migrating Huh-1 cells. Scale bars, 200 μm. Right panels: quantification of number of migrating cells/field. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**C**) Knockdown of endogenous Rac1 largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells as measured by trans-well assays. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=4). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**D**) The viability (left panel) and number (right panel) of HCC cells with GLS2 and/or Rac1 knockdown cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr. Same number of cells were cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr before the the viability and number of cells was measured in a Vi-CELL Cell Viability Analyzer (Beckman Coulter). The viability of cells was analyzed by the trypan blue cell exclusion method. GLS, glutaminase; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; shRNA, short hairpin RNA.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.012](10.7554/eLife.10727.012)

We further investigated whether GLS2 inhibits migration and invasion of HCC cells through its negative regulation of Rac1. Ectopic expression of the DN Myc-Rac1-T17N significantly reduced the migration and invasion of the above-mentioned four different HCC cells ([Figure 4G,H](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Notably, DN Myc-Rac1-T17N largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on migration and invasion of these cells ([Figure 4G,H](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Consistently, knockdown of endogenous Rac1 significantly reduced the migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells, and, furthermore, largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on migration and invasion ([Figure 4---figure supplement 3A--C](#fig4s3){ref-type="fig"}). No significant difference in the viability and number of these cells among different groups was observed after being cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr at the end of trans-well assays ([Figure 4---figure supplement 3D](#fig4s3){ref-type="fig"}).

Consistent with WT GLS2, ectopic expression of the C-terminus of GLS2, GLS2-C139, which interacted with Rac1-GDP and inhibited the Rac1 activity ([Figure 2G,H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}), greatly inhibited the migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 4I,J](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). In contrast, deletion of the C-terminus of GLS2 (GLS2-ΔC139), which resulted in the loss of GLS2's ability to interact with Rac1 and inhibit the Rac1 activity ([Figure 2G,H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}), largely abolished the ability of GLS2 to inhibit the migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 4I,J](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Taken together, these results demonstrate that the negative regulation of the Rac1 activity by GLS2 is crucial for GLS2 to inhibit the migration and invasion of cancer cells, and furthermore, this function of GLS2 requires the C-terminus of GLS2 and is independent of the glutaminase activity of GLS2.

GLS2 inhibits lung metastasis of HCC cells in vivo through negative regulation of Rac1 {#s2-5}
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lung metastasis is the most frequently observed distant metastasis in HCC patients ([@bib23]; [@bib36]). We investigated the effect of GLS2 on metastasis in vivo by employing the lung metastasis model in mice. Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with ectopic GLS2-Flag expression or GLS2 knockdown and their control cells were transduced with luciferase-expressing lentiviral vectors and injected into BALB/c athymic nude mice via the tail vein. The metastasis of HCC cells to lung was monitored by in vivo bioluminescence imaging. Bioluminescence imaging results showed that ectopic expression of GLS2-Flag in both Huh-1 and HepG2 cells significantly inhibited lung metastasis ([Figure 5A](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). Histological analysis confirmed that mice injected with cells with ectopic GLS2-Flag expression had fewer and smaller metastatic tumors in the lung ([Figure 5B](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, knockdown of endogenous GLS2 led to significantly increased lung metastasis of both Huh-1 and HepG2 cells analyzed by in vivo imaging and histological analysis, respectively ([Figure 5C,D](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}).10.7554/eLife.10727.013Figure 5.GLS2 inhibits lung metastasis of HCC cells in mice, and GLS2 expression is associated with metastasis in human HCC.(**A, B**) Ectopic expression of GLS2 inhibited lung metastasis of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells in nude mice. Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with GLS2 ectopic expression were transduced with lentiviral vectors expressing luciferase for lung metastasis assays. The lung metastasis was analyzed by in vivo bioluminescence imaging (**A**) and histological analysis (**B**) at 7 weeks after inoculation of cells. Left panels in A: representative images of lung metastasis of Huh-1 cells analyzed by in vivo imaging. Right panels in A: quantification of lung photon flux (photons per second). Left panels in B: representative images of hematoxylin and eosin staining of lung metastasis of Huh-1 cells. Right panels in B: The average number of tumors/lung. (**C, D**) Knockdown of endogenous GLS2 by shRNA promoted lung metastasis of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells in nude mice. (**E, F**) Ectopic expression of DN Rac1-T17N largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on lung metastasis of HCC cells in vivo. Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with stable ectopic Rac1-T17N expression and GLS2 knockdown were used for lung metastasis assays in mice. In A-F, data represent mean ± SD (n=8 mice/group). \**p*\<0.01; \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. Scale bars, 200 μm. Arrows indicate metastatic tumors. (**G, H**) GLS2 expression is significantly decreased in human HCCs with metastasis compared with HCCs without metastasis. GLS2 mRNA expression in non-metastatic (without vascular invasion) and metastatic (with vascular invasion) HCCs was obtained from the TCGA (**G**) and GSE6764 (**H**). *p*=0.0066 in G; *p*=0.0198 in H; Student's *t*-test. GLS, glutaminase**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.013](10.7554/eLife.10727.013)

We further investigated whether inhibition of Rac1 mediates GLS2's function in suppression of lung metastasis of HCC cells in vivo. As shown in [Figure 5E,F](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}, ectopic expression of the DN Rac1-T17N greatly reduced lung metastasis of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells in nude mice. Notably, The DN Rac1-T17N largely abolished the promoting effects of GLS2 knockdown on lung metastasis of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. These results together suggest that GLS2 inhibits cancer metastasis through its down-regulation of the Rac1 activity.

The decreased GLS2 expression is associated with enhanced human HCC metastasis {#s2-6}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Our results from cancer cell migration and invasion assays as well as lung metastasis models clearly showed that GLS2 inhibited metastasis of different human HCC cells, which strongly suggests that decreased expression of GLS2 in human HCC could be an important mechanism contributing to the high metastasis of human HCC. To this end, we investigated the association of decreased GLS2 expression with cancer metastasis in human HCC samples. We first queried the The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) database to compare GLS2 expression between HCC samples with or without vascular invasion of HCC cells. As shown in [Figure 5G](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}, GLS2 expression was significantly lower in HCCs with vascular invasion (n=57), compared with HCCs without vascular invasion (n=110) (decreased by 3.03-fold; *p*=0.0066). Consistent results were also observed in another cohort from Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO, GSE6764) by using Oncomine, a human genetic dataset analysis tool. GLS2 expression was significantly lower in HCCs with vascular invasion (n=18), compared with HCCs without vascular invasion (n=15) (decreased by 4.62-fold; *p*=0.0198) ([Figure 5H](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). These results indicated that the decreased GLS2 expression is significantly associated with enhanced metastasis in human HCC.

GLS2 mediates p53's function in suppressing HCC metastasis {#s2-7}
----------------------------------------------------------

p53 plays a critical role in inhibiting cancer metastasis. However, while extensive work has been done on the mechanisms underlying p53-mediated apoptosis, cell cycle arrest and senescence, the mechanism underlying p53's function in suppressing cancer metastasis is much less well-understood ([@bib27]; [@bib39]). Previous reports including ours have shown that as a direct p53 target, GLS2 is up-regulated by p53 in cells under both non-stressed and stressed conditions ([@bib21]; [@bib33]). Consistently, p53 knockdown by shRNA greatly reduced the mRNA and protein levels of GLS2 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells which express WT p53 ([Figure 6A](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Considering the potent activity of GLS2 in inhibiting cancer cell metastasis, our findings raised the possibility that GLS2 may be an important mediator of p53's function in suppressing cancer metastasis.10.7554/eLife.10727.014Figure 6.GLS2 mediates p53's function in inhibiting migration, invasion and lung metastasis of HCC cells.(**A**) Knockdown of endogenous WT p53 reduced GLS2 expression in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells as measured by western-blot (left) and Taqman real-time polymerase chain reaction assays (right), respectively. (**B, C**) Knockdown of p53 promoted the migration (**B**) and invasion (**C**) of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells measured by trans-well assays. (**D, E**) Simultaneous knockdown of GLS2 and p53 by shRNA vectors in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells did not display an addictive promoting effect on the migration (**D**) and invasion (**E**) of cells. In A--E, data represent mean ± SD (n=6). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**F, G**) Simultaneous knockdown of GLS2 and p53 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells did not display an addictive promoting effect on lung metastasis in vivo. Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with individual knockdown of GLS2 or p53, or simultaneous knockdown of GLS2 and p53 were used for assays. In F, lung metastasis was analyzed by in vivo bioluminescence imaging at 7 weeks after inoculation of cells. Upper panels: representative images of lung metastasis of Huh-1 cells analyzed by in vivo imaging. Lower panels: quantification of lung photon flux. In G, lung metastasis was analyzed by histological analysis at week 7. Left panels: hematoxylin and eosin staining of lung metastasis of Huh-1 cells. Scale bars: 200 μm. Right panels: The average number of tumors/lung. Data represent mean ± SD (n=10 mice/group). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. GLS, glutaminase; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; shRNA, short hairpin RNA.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.014](10.7554/eLife.10727.014)10.7554/eLife.10727.015Figure 6---figure supplement 1.The viability and number of HCC cells with p53 knockdown cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr.(**A, B**) The viability (**A**) and relative number (**B**) of HCC cells with p53 knockdown by shRNA vectors cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr. Same number of cells with or without p53 knockdown were cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr before the the viability and number of cells was measured in a Vi-CELL Cell Viability Analyzer (Beckman Coulter). The viability of cells was analyzed by the trypan blue cell exclusion method. HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; shRNA, short hairpin RNA;**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.015](10.7554/eLife.10727.015)

Here, we tested this hypothesis. Knockdown of p53 significantly promoted the migration and invasion of both Huh-1 and HepG2 cells measured by trans-well assays ([Figure 6B,C](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). As shown in [Figure 6---figure supplement 1](#fig6s1){ref-type="fig"}, no significant difference in the viability and number of these cells among different groups was observed after being cultured in serum-free medium for 36 hr at the end of trans-well assays. Notably, while individual knockdown of GLS2 or p53 dramatically promoted the migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells, simultaneous knockdown of GLS2 and p53 did not display a clear additive effect on the migration and invasion of these cells ([Figure 6D,E](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Consistently, while individual knockdown of GLS2 or p53 dramatically promoted lung metastasis of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells in mice, simultaneous knockdown of GLS2 and p53 did not display an additive effect on lung metastasis of these cells ([Figure 6F,G](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). These results demonstrate that GLS2 is a novel and important mediator of p53 in suppressing cancer metastasis.

GLS2 mediates p53's function in metastasis suppression through Rac1 inhibition {#s2-8}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------

It has been reported that p53 inhibits Rac1 activity, but its mechanism remains unclear ([@bib4]; [@bib15]; [@bib27]). As shown in [Figure 7A,B](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}, expression of DN Rac1-T17N greatly abolished the promoting effects of p53 knockdown on migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. Consistently, Rac1 knockdown greatly abolished the promoting effects of p53 knockdown on migration and invasion of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells ([Figure 7---figure supplement 1A,B](#fig7s1){ref-type="fig"}). These results suggest that Rac1 inhibition is an important mechanism for p53 to inhibit metastasis.10.7554/eLife.10727.016Figure 7.GLS2 mediates p53's function in negative regulation of the Rac1 activity.(**A, B**) Ectopic expression of DN Rac1-T17N greatly abolished the promoting effects of p53 knockdown on migration (**A**) and invasion (**B**) of Huh-1 or HepG2 cells as measured by trans-well assays. Data represent mean ± SD (n=6 in A, B). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**C, D**) GLS2 mediates p53's function in negative regulation of Rac1 activity in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. In C, knockdown of p53 in cells with GLS2 knockdown did not further promote Rac1 activity. In D, GLS2 overexpression largely abolished the promoting effect of p53 knockdown on the Rac1 activity. Left panels: represented results of Rac1 activity analysis in cells transduced with \#1 shRNA vectors. Right panel: relative Rac1-GTP/total Rac1/Actin levels in cells transduced with two different shRNA vectors (\#1 and \#2). Data represent mean ± SD (n=3). \**p*\<0.01; \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. (**E, F**) p53 inhibits the interaction of Rac1 with Tiam1 and VAV1 through GLS2 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. In E, knockdown of p53 in cells with GLS2 knockdown did not further promote the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1. The knockdown of p53 and GLS2 was shown in [Figure 7C](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}. Two shRNA vectors against p53 and GLS2, respectively, were used, and very similar results were observed. In F, GLS2 overexpression largely abolished the promoting effect of p53 knockdown on the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1. (**G**) Proposed model for the negative regulation of Rac1 activity and cancer metastasis by GLS2 and p53. GDP, guanosine 5′-diphosphate; GLS, glutaminase; GTP, guanosine 5\'-triphosphate; shRNA, short hairpin RNA.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.016](10.7554/eLife.10727.016)10.7554/eLife.10727.017Figure 7---figure supplement 1.Knockdown of endogenous Rac1 greatly abolished the effects of p53 on migration and invasion of HCC cells.(**A, B**) Knockdown of endogenous Rac1 greatly abolished the promoting effects of p53 knockdown on migration (**A**) and invasion (**B**) of Huh-1 and HepG2 cells. The endogenous Rac1 was knocked down by two different shRNA vectors in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells with stable p53 knockdown, and the abilities of migration (**A**) and invasion (**B**) of these cells were measured by trans-well assays. The knockdown of Rac1 was shown in [Figure 4---figure supplement 3A](#fig4s3){ref-type="fig"}. Data are presented as mean ± SD (n=4). \*\**p*\<0.001; Student's *t*-test. HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma; shRNA, short hairpin RNA. **DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.10727.017](10.7554/eLife.10727.017)

Our finding that GLS2 interacts with Rac1-GDP to inhibit Rac1 activity suggests that as a direct p53 target, GLS2 could mediate p53's function in inhibiting Rac1 activity. Notably, while individual knockdown of GLS2 or p53 greatly activated Rac1, simultaneous knockdown of GLS2 and p53 did not display an additive effect on the Rac1 activity in Huh-1 or HepG2 cells ([Figure 7C](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, GLS2-Flag overexpression largely abolished the promoting effect of p53 knockdown on the Rac1 activity in Huh-1 or HepG2 cells ([Figure 7D](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). These results indicate that GLS2 mediates p53's function in inhibiting Rac1 activity.

Our results have shown that GLS2 inhibited the interaction between Rac1 and its GEFs Tiam1 and VAV1 to down-regulate the Rac1 activity ([Figure 3E--H](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Here, we investigated whether inhibition of the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1 is an important mechanism for p53 to down-regulate the Rac1 activity. Knockdown of WT p53 in Huh-1 and HepG2 cells, which greatly decreased GLS2 protein levels ([Figure 7C](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}), clearly promoted the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1 ([Figure 7E](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Notably, GLS2 knockdown in cells with p53 knockdown did not further promote the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1 ([Figure 7E](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, GLS2 overexpression largely abolished the promoting effect of p53 knockdown on the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1 ([Figure 7F](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). These results suggest that blocking the interaction of Tiam1 and VAV1 with Rac1-GDP by GLS2 contributes greatly to p53's function in inhibiting the Rac1 activity. Collectively, our results strongly suggest that GLS2 mediates p53's function in suppression of HCC metastasis by inhibiting the interaction of Rac1 GEFs, such as Tiam1 and VAV1, with Rac1-GDP to down-regulate the Rac1 activity ([Figure 7G](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}).

Discussion {#s3}
==========

In this study, GLS2 was identified as a novel binding protein and negative regulator for Rac1. GLS2 bound to Rac1-GDP through its Switch I & II regions, which is also the binding domain for Rac1 GEFs Tiam1 and VAV1. Thus, GLS2 blocked the binding of Tiam1 and VAV1 to Rac1-GDP, and inhibited the Rac1 activation by Tiam1 and VAV1. We found that GLS2 inhibited migration and invasion of HCC cells in vitro and lung metastasis of HCC cells in vivo. Blocking the Rac1 signaling by expression of Rac1-T17N or knockdown of Rac1 largely abolished GLS2's function in inhibiting metastasis. These results demonstrate a novel and important role of GLS2 in suppressing cancer metastasis, and also reveal that GLS2 binding to Rac1-GDP to inhibit Rac1 activity is a critical underlying mechanism ([Figure 7G](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}).

GLS1 plays a critical role in promoting tumorigenesis through enhancing glutamine metabolism ([@bib14]; [@bib35]; [@bib40]). It is unclear why GLS1 and GLS2 have contrasting roles in tumorigenesis, although they both function as the glutaminase enzymes. While the glutaminase core domains of GLS1 and GLS2 show high homology, their C-termini show relatively low homology. In this study, we found that GLS2 bound to Rac1 through its C-terminus and inhibited the Rac1 activity to suppress migration and invasion of HCC cells. This effect requires the C-terminus of GLS2 and is independent of its glutaminase activity. In contrast, GLS1 does not bind to Rac1 or inhibit Rac1 activity. Considering the critical role of Rac1 in cancer, our results provide a novel mechanism for the different roles of GLS1 and GLS2 in tumorigenesis, particularly with respect to cancer metastasis. In addition to Rac1, GLS2 may interact with other proteins to regulate their functions, which in turn contributes to GLS2's function in tumor suppression. Future studies should shed light on the further mechanisms of GLS2 in tumor suppression.

p53 plays a critical role in suppressing cancer metastasis. While extensive work has been done on the mechanisms underlying p53-mediated apoptosis, cell cycle arrest and senescence, the mechanism underlying p53's function in suppressing cancer metastasis is much less well understood ([@bib27]; [@bib39]). p53 has been reported to inhibit Rac1 activity, however, the detailed mechanism is unclear ([@bib4]; [@bib15]; [@bib27]). Our results show that p53 knockdown down-regulated GLS2 levels and promoted the interaction of Rac1-GDP with its GEFs Tiam1 and VAV1, and thereby enhanced the Rac1 activity and promoted cancer metastasis. These results demonstrate that GLS2 is a novel and critical mediator for p53 in suppressing metastasis, and also reveal a novel mechanism by which p53 inhibits Rac1.

HCC is one of the most common types of cancer and the third leading cause of cancer death worldwide ([@bib10]; [@bib22]). The high malignancy and poor prognosis of HCC has been related with the high metastatic characteristic of HCC; however, the mechanism underlying HCC metastasis is not well understood ([@bib10]; [@bib34]). Considering that GLS2 is frequently down-regulated in HCC ([@bib21]; [@bib25]; [@bib33]; [@bib43]), our findings that GLS2 inhibits HCC metastasis and loss of GLS2 promotes HCC metastasis provide a novel mechanism contributing to high metastatic characteristic of HCC. These results strongly suggest that the GLS2/Rac1 signaling could be a potential target for therapy in cancer, particularly in HCC.

In summary, our results demonstrate that GLS2 is a novel negative regulator of Rac1, and plays a novel and critical role in suppression of metastasis through its negative regulation of the Rac1 activity. Furthermore, our results also reveal that GLS2 is a critical mediator for p53 in suppression of cancer metastasis.

Materials and methods {#s4}
=====================

Cell lines, vectors and shRNA {#s4-1}
-----------------------------

HepG2 (p53-WT) and Hep3B (p53-null) cells were obtained from American Type Culture Collection (ATCC, Manassas, VA). Huh-1 (p53-WT) and Huh-7 (p53 mutant) were obtained from the Japanese Culture Collection (RIKEN BioResource Center, Saitama, Japan). All cell lines were authenticated by short tandem repeat profiling. Cells were regularly tested for mycoplasma using Lookout Mycoplasma PCR detection kit (MP0035, Sigma, St. Louis, MO) and only used when negative. The WT p53 were knocked down in HepG2 and Huh-1 cells by 2 different shRNA vectors as previously described ([@bib45]). The pLPCX vectors expressing Flag-tagged WT or deletion mutants of GLS2 were constructed by PCR amplification as we previously described ([@bib21]). The pLPCX-Myc-Rac1 and pLPCX-Myc-Rac1-G12V vectors were constructed by using Myc-Rac1 DNA fragment from pcDNA3.1-Myc-Rac1 WT and pcDNA3.1-Myc-Rac1 G12V vectors, respectively ([@bib17]). The pLPCX-Myc-Rac1-T17N vector was constructed by using a Quikchange II XL Site-Directed Mutagenesis Kit (Stratagene/Agilent Technologies, San Diego, CA). The pLPCX vectors expressing deletion mutants of Myc-Rac1 were constructed by PCR amplification. The pLPCX-GLS1-Flag, pLPCX-Tiam1-HA and pLPCX-VAV1-HA vectors were cloned using PCR amplification. Two lentiviral shRNA vectors against GLS2 (ID: V3LHS_307701 and V2LHS_71048), two lentiviral shRNA vectors against Rac1 (ID: V3LHS_317664 and V3LHS_317668) and control shRNA vectors were obtained from Open Biosystems (Huntsville, AL).

Cell migration and invasion assays {#s4-2}
----------------------------------

The trans-well system (24 wells, 8 μM pore size, BD Biosciences, Franklin Lakes, NJ) was employed for cell migration and invasion assays as we previously described ([@bib47]; [@bib46]). In brief, cells (2 × 10^4^ for Huh-1, and 6 × 10^4^ for HepG2) in serum-free medium were seeded into upper chambers for migration assays. Cells on the lower surface were fixed, stained and counted at 24 hr after seeding. For invasion assays, cells (4 × 10^4^ for Huh-1, and 1 × 10^5^ for HepG2) were seeded into upper chambers coated with matrigel (BD Biosciences). Cells on the lower surface were fixed, stained and counted at 36 hr after seeding.

In vivo lung metastasis assays {#s4-3}
------------------------------

In vivo lung metastasis assays were performed as previously described ([@bib24]; [@bib47]). In brief, Huh-1 and HepG2 cells (2 × 10^6^ in 0.1 mL phosphate-buffered saline) transduced with lentiviral vectors expressing luciferase were injected into 2-month-old male BALB/c nude mice *via* the tail vein (n=8 mice/group). Lung metastatic colonization was monitored and quantified at different weeks using non-invasion bioluminescence imaging by IVIS Spectrum in vivo imaging system (PerkinElmer, Waltham, MA), and was validated at the endpoint by routine histopathological analysis. All mouse experiments were approved by the University Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee.

Western blot assays {#s4-4}
-------------------

Standard western blot assays were used to analyze protein expression in cells. The following antibodies were used for assays: anti-Flag-M2 (F1804, Sigma; 1:20,000 dilution), anti-β-Actin (A5441, Sigma; 1:10,000 dilution), anti-Myc (9E10, Roche, Indianapolis, IN; 1:1000 dilution), anti-HA (3F10, Roche; 1:1000 dilution), anti-Rac1 (23A8, Millipore, Billerica, MA; 1:5000 dilution), anti-p-PAK (Ser199/204) (09--258, Millipore; 1:1000 dilution), anti-PAK (07--1451, Millipore; 1: 1000 dilution), anti-p53 (FL393, Santa Cruz, Dallas, TX; 1:2000 dilution), anti-Tiam1 (sc-872, Santa Cruz; 1:2000 dilution), anti-VAV1 (sc-8039, Santa Cruz; 1:1000 dilution). The anti-GLS2 antibody (1: 1000 dilution) was prepared as previously described ([@bib21]). To increase the sensitivity of the GLS2 antibody, endogenous GLS2 in cells was pulled down by IP and detected by western blot assays. The band intensity was quantified by digitalization of the X-ray film and analyzed with the ImageJ software.

Co-IP assays {#s4-5}
------------

Co-IP assays were performed as we previously described ([@bib26]). For co-IP of GLS2-Flag and Myc-Rac1 proteins, anti-Flag (M2, Sigma) and anti-Myc (9E10, Roche) agarose beads were used to pull down GLS2-Flag and Myc-Rac1, respectively. For Co-IP of endogenous GLS2 and Rac1, the anti-GLS2 antibody and the anti-Rac1 (23A8, Millipore) antibody were used for IP, respectively. The mouse or rabbit purified IgGs were used as negative controls.

LC-MS/MS analysis {#s4-6}
-----------------

To determine potential GLS2 binding proteins, GLS2-Flag protein in Huh-1 cells with stable expression of GLS2-Flag was pulled down by co-IP using anti-Flag (M2) beads and eluted with Flag peptide. Huh-1 cells transduced with control vectors were used as a control for co-IP assays. Eluted materials were separated in a 4--16% sodium dodecyl sulfate polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and visualized by silver staining using the silver staining kit (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA). LC-MS/MS analysis was performed at the Biological Mass Spectrometry facility of Rutgers University as previously described ([@bib44]; [@bib46]).

Rac1 activity analysis {#s4-7}
----------------------

For Rac1 activity analysis, the GST-p21-binding domain of PAK1 pull-down assays were performed using a Rac1 activation assay kit (Millipore) to measure the levels of GTP-bound Rac1 (Rac1-GTP) in cells as previously described ([@bib13]; [@bib16]; [@bib29]). The p21-binding domain of the Rac1 effector protein PAK1 binds specifically to the Rac1-GTP ([@bib16]; [@bib29]). The levels of precipitated Rac1-GTP were measured by western blot assays using a Rac1 antibody (23A8, Millipore) and normalized to total Rac1 levels in cells measured by western-blot assays.

Quantitative real-time PCR assays {#s4-8}
---------------------------------

Total RNA was prepared with the RNeasy Kit (Qiagen, Hilden, Germany). Complementary DNA was prepared using a TaqMan reverse transcription kit, and real-time PCR was performed with TaqMan PCR mixture (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA) as we previously described ([@bib21]; [@bib45]). The expression of genes in cells was normalized to the expression of the *Actin* gene.

Glutaminase activity assays {#s4-9}
---------------------------

Glutaminase activity was measured as previously described ([@bib14]; [@bib40]). Briefly, cell lysates were incubated at 37°C for 10 min with the assay mix consisting of 20 mM glutamine, 50 mM Tris-acetate (pH 8.6), 100 mM phosphate, and 0.2 mM ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid. The reaction was quenched with the addition of 2 mL of 3 M HCl. Subsequently, the reaction mixture was incubated for 30 min at room temperature with the second assay mix (2.2 U glutamate dehydrogenase, 80 mM Tris-acetate (pH 9.4), 200 mM hydrazine, 0.25 mM ADP, and 2 mM nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide). The absorbance was read at 340 nm using a spectrophotometer.

Statistical analysis {#s4-10}
--------------------

The differences in tumor growth among groups were analyzed for statistical significance by analysis of variance, followed by Student's *t*-tests using GraphPad Prism software. All other *P*-values were obtained using two-tailed Student *t*-tests. \*\**p*\<0.001; \**p*\<0.01; \#*p*\<0.05.
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eLife posts the editorial decision letter and author response on a selection of the published articles (subject to the approval of the authors). An edited version of the letter sent to the authors after peer review is shown, indicating the substantive concerns or comments; minor concerns are not usually shown. Reviewers have the opportunity to discuss the decision before the letter is sent (see [review process](http://elifesciences.org/review-process)). Similarly, the author response typically shows only responses to the major concerns raised by the reviewers.

Thank you for submitting your work entitled \"Glutaminase 2 is a novel negative regulator of Rac1 and mediates p53 function in suppressing cancer metastasis\" for peer review at *eLife*. Your submission has been favorably evaluated by Charles Sawyers (Senior editor), Michael Green (Reviewing editor), and three expert reviewers.

The reviewers have discussed the reviews with one another and the Reviewing editor has drafted this decision to help you prepare a revised submission.

Summary:

Increased glutaminolysis, the catabolism of glutamine into TCA cycle intermediates, is recognized as a key metabolic alteration which occurs in cancer cells. An emerging question is why the glutaminase isozymes GLS1 and GLS2, despite being enzymatically equivalent, appear to serve opposite roles in tumorigenesis, with recent studies showing a tumor suppressive activity of GLS2.

Here, the authors provide an explanation for this -- they show that GLS2, but not GLS1, binds to and inhibits Rac1. This is done independently of enzymatic activity, via the binding of GLS2 to the switch regions of Rac1, preventing the binding of Rac1 GEFs. Through a series of gain-of-function and loss-of-function based experiments in multiple cell lines and in vivo, the authors show that this mechanism is responsible for the migration/metastasis inhibiting activities of GLS2. Furthermore, as GLS2 has been reported to be a target of p53, the authors show that GLS2 inhibition of Rac1 mediates in large part the known suppressive properties of p53 on migration and metastasis.

The question on hand is highly relevant to understanding the regulation of cancer cell metastasis, and to understanding the role of the glutaminases in cancer. While the role in cancer of the genes addressed in the study were already known, the core mechanism of the study, the inhibitory role of GLS2 on Rac1, is novel, well detailed, and nicely ties together previous knowledge of p53/GLS2/Rac1 in metastasis. Overall, experiments are well designed and very well executed, with convincing results. There are a few concerns and issues that need to be addressed in order to strengthen the study. They are listed in order of importance below:

Essential revisions:

1\) Despite the previous studies on GLS2 showing its negative effects on cell proliferation/viability, the authors only focus on the migration/metastasis aspect here. This is an important and obvious missing control since decreased cell viability can indirectly impact migration/invasion/metastasis. Is GLS2 inhibition of Rac1 involved in the previously reported effects of GLS2 on cell survival? In the effects of p53 on survival? While it is unlikely that the results on cell migration/metastasis are artifacts of effects on cell viability, especially in light of the increased migration following GLS2 loss, cell viability for a few key conditions need to be examined and discussed.

2\) In [Figure 7C and D](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}, the lack of an additive effect of knocking down p53 and GLS2 suggests but does not prove that GLS2 mediates p53\'s function in inhibiting Rac1. A more direct experiment to verify this would be to see if overexpression of GLS2 nullifies the effects of p53 knockdown on Rac1 activation and Tiam1/Vav1 binding.

3\) Endogenous expression levels of GLS1 and GLS2 expression levels for the four HCC cell lines used in the study should be shown. Also, what is the degree of overexpression of GLS2 or GLS2 fragments in the experiments, relative to endogenous GLS2?
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Essential revisions:

*1) Despite the previous studies on GLS2 showing its negative effects on cell proliferation/viability, the authors only focus on the migration/metastasis aspect here. This is an important and obvious missing control since decreased cell viability can indirectly impact migration/invasion/metastasis. Is GLS2 inhibition of Rac1 involved in the previously reported effects of GLS2 on cell survival? In the effects of p53 on survival? While it is unlikely that the results on cell migration/metastasis are artifacts of effects on cell viability, especially in light of the increased migration following GLS2 loss, cell viability for a few key conditions need to be examined and discussed.*

Thanks for raising this important question. Recent reports including ours show that GLS2 negatively regulates cell proliferation (Hu et al., PNAS, 2010; Suzuki et al., PNAS, 2010). Results from our recent study suggest that inhibition of AKT signaling is an important mechanism contributing to the inhibitory effect of GLS2 on cell proliferation (Liu et al., Oncotarget, 2014). In the current study, we found that GLS2 inhibits Rac1 activation. Rac1 activation promotes cell proliferation. It is therefore possible that the inhibition of Rac1 by GLS2 is an additional mechanism contributing to the role of GLS2 in negative regulation of cell proliferation, which is worth further investigation in a future study. In this study, we focused the effect of GLS2 on migration, invasion and metastasis of HCC cells. Therefore, a serum-free medium was used in in vitrotrans-well assays to determine the abilities of migration and invasion of cells with ectopic expression of GLS2, knockdown of endogenous GLS2 or their control cells. Serum starvation induces G0/G1 cell cycler arrest and inhibits cell proliferation. Under this experiment condition for 36 h (the length for migration and invasion transwell assays), GLS2 (either ectopic expression or knockdown of GLS2) does not have an obvious effect on cell proliferation as well as cell viability ([Figure 4---figure supplement 2](#fig4s2){ref-type="fig"}). These results strongly suggest that the effect of GLS2 on migration and invasion is not due to the effect of GLS2 on cell viability or proliferation. As suggested, we have also added [Figure 4---figure supplement 3D](#fig4s3){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 6---figure supplement 1A, B](#fig6s1){ref-type="fig"} as controls to show that no significant difference in the viability and number of HCC cells among different groups was observed after being cultured in a serum-free medium for 36 h at the end of trans-well assays in HCC cells with Rac1 or p53 knockdown.

*2) In [Figure 7C and D](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}, the lack of an additive effect of knocking down p53 and GLS2 suggests but does not prove that GLS2 mediates p53\'s function in inhibiting Rac1. A more direct experiment to verify this would be to see if overexpression of GLS2 nullifies the effects of p53 knockdown on Rac1 activation and Tiam1/Vav1 binding.*

Thanks for this good suggestion. We did the experiments as suggested, and found that overexpression of GLS2 largely abolished the effects of p53 knockdown on Rac1 activation ([Figure 7D](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}) and Tiam1/Vav1 binding ([Figure 7F](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). These data are consistent with our results showing the lack of an additive effect of knocking down p53 and GLS2 on Rac1 activation ([Figure 7C](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}) and Tiam1/Vav1 binding ([Figure 7E](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). These results together strongly suggest that GLS2 mediates p53\'s function in inhibiting Rac1. These new data have been added to [Figure 7D](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 7F](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}.

*3) Endogenous expression levels of GLS1 and GLS2 expression levels for the four HCC cell lines used in the study should be shown. Also, what is the degree of overexpression of GLS2 or GLS2 fragments in the experiments, relative to endogenous GLS2?*

As suggested, we presented the endogenous GLS1 and GLS2 protein levels in different HCC cells in [Figure 2---figure supplement 2A, 2B](#fig2s2){ref-type="fig"}.

Due to relatively narrow quantitative linear range of western-blot assays, we measured the mRNA levels of endogenous GLS2 and exogenous GLS2 in HCC cells by Taqman real-time PCR assays. We also included two normal liver tissues as controls. Compared with normal liver tissues, the mRNA level of endogenous GLS2 is greatly reduced (by around 10-20-fold) in HCC cells, and the exogenous GLS2 in HCC cells with ectopic GLS2 expression is around two-three fold higher than normal liver tissues ([Figure 2---figure supplement 2C](#fig2s2){ref-type="fig"}).

The GLS2 fragments are mutant GLS2 with deletion of different domains, it is difficult to detect their mRNA levels in cells with the same sets of primers for real-time PCR assays and directly compare their expression with the levels of endogenous GLS2 in cells. As shown in [Figure 1F](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 2H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}, the protein levels of these Flag-tagged GLS2 fragments are similar to the levels of the wild-type GLS2-Flag in cells as measured by western-blot assays with the anti-Flag antibody. According to the results in [Figure 2---figure supplement 2](#fig2s2){ref-type="fig"}, the mRNA expression levels of these different GLS2 fragments in cells should be similar to that of WT GLS2-Flag, which is around two-three-fold higher than endogenous GLS2 in normal tissues, and 20-60-fold higher than the endogenous GLS2 in these HCC cells ([Figure 2---figure supplement 2C](#fig2s2){ref-type="fig"}).

[^1]: These authors contributed equally to this work.
